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ABSTRACT
Given the prevailing outlook today that baptism automatically 
washes away sin if the rite is correctly administered, there are 
five topics that need to be highlighted and explained in any 
prebaptismal instruction or catechesis.  These are:  (1) Christ’s 
baptism as confirmation of his identity and call to inaugurate 
the Kingdom of God; (2) Christ as the truly “baptized one,” who 
is “deeply immersed” in God, including an explanation of how 
this idea is actually replicated and lived out in the faith of the 
family who represents the child in infant baptisms; (3) the refo-
cusing from water washing away original sin to the Holy Spirit 
freeing us from sin; (4) water’s life-sustaining and destructive 
qualities which symbolize Christ’s passage from death to life, 
and our own participation in this paschal mystery; (5) baptism 
into Christ as baptism into his body, the Church, since the strug-
gle with our individual sins and the sins of the world is always 
a collective task, in view and in fulfillment of Christ’s threefold 
mission as prophet, priest, and king, to further God’s reign in 
the world. These topics highlight the fact that baptism, like any 
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other sacrament, works not only through the intrinsic power of 
the sacraments to communicate grace, but more importantly, 
through the active and intentional  engagement in faith and ho-
liness of both recipients and ministers, an engagement which 
makes the sacraments not only canonically valid but existen-
tially fruitful and effective. 
KEYWORDS: Apostolic tradition; ex opere operato; ex opere 
operantis; baptism; faith; immersion
There prevails the outlook that baptism automatically washes away 
sin if the rite is correctly administered. Baptism, however, works not only 
through the intrinsic power of the sacraments to communicate grace, but 
more importantly, through the active and intentional engagement in faith 
and holiness of both recipients and ministers. This engagement makes the 
sacraments not only canonically valid but existentially fruitful and effective. 
This paper presents the historical roots of the problem, discusses its 
manifestation in the Philippine context, and proposes five topics during 
prebaptismal instruction as correctives.
THE APOSTOLIC TRADITION AND 
CHRISTIAN INITIATION TODAY
Christian initiation has undergone many changes since the beginning 
of the early church. Mark Searle’s Christening: The Making of Christians 
recounts that “a sense of urgency” surrounded the accounts of the earliest 
baptisms by the apostles. Whether it was the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26–
39), Cornelius’s family (Acts 10:47–48), or Peter’s jailer (Acts 16:30–33), the 
urgency of the situation necessitated keeping instruction to a minimum.1  The 
belief in the imminent return of the Risen Christ and the coming of his reign 
made it important for the apostles to initiate as many followers as possible into 
the new life of baptism. In addition, many baptisms were performed almost 
spontaneously as the situation demanded.
1 Mark Searle, Christening: The Making of Christians (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 
1980), 3.
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As the church expanded, however, and as the Second Coming no longer 
seemed imminent, there came a need to standardize baptismal preparation 
and instruction. Among the documents that elaborate on the initiation process 
are the Didache (AD 100) and the Apostolic Tradition (AD 225). McBrien 
describes this rather rigorous process of prebaptismal preparation:
 The [Apostolic Tradition] describes a demanding system, normally lasting 
three years, of evangelization, moral formation, and gradual insertion of the 
candidates into the liturgical life of the community.  After a final period of 
examination and intense prayer and fasting, the catechumens were initiated 
with the oil of exorcism, the profession of faith, water baptism by immersion, 
a postbaptismal imposition of hands, and anointing by the bishop.2  
The stringent rules were meant to ensure the authenticity of the conversion 
experience, “to guard against pagan infiltration in an age of persecution.”3 
This is because the Apostolic Tradition gives us the first documentary evidence 
that not everyone was eligible for admission to the community of faith.4 
For one, the entire initiation process had to be kept secret since the Church 
community had to be protected from outside persecution. So-called sponsors 
(reputable community members) had to introduce the candidate to the 
teachers of the community. The sponsors guaranteed the integrity of the 
candidate’s desire to become a Christian.5  Second, certain occupations, 
like those involved in the worship of false gods or of the emperor, were 
incompatible with Christianity and had to be given up.6  Under Constantine, 
however, Christian persecution ceased, and it was no longer necessary for the 
church to retain the rigid system.
Over the course of time, the original spirit and practice of the initiation 
rites, which put a premium on the catechumens’ personal conversion, the 
active participation of the Church in their doctrinal and moral formation, 
2 Richard P. McBrien, Catholicism, 3rd ed., rev. and enl. (New York: HarperCollins 
Publishers, 1994; reprint, London: Geoffrey Chapman, 2000), 810.
3 Julia Upton, “Baptism,” in The New Dictionary of Theology, ed. Joseph A. Komonchak, 
Mary Collins, Dermot A. Lane (Pasay City: St. Paul Publications, 1991), 78.
4 Ibid., 78.
5 Paul F. Bradshaw, “Christian Initiation,” in The New Dictionary of Sacramental Worship, 
ed. Peter E. Fink (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1990), 602; cf. Daniel B. Stevick, “History 
of Baptism,” ibid., 92.
6 Stevick, “History of Baptism,” 92.  Military service as soldiers, for instance, can only be 
acceptable so long as killing and taking the military oath of allegiance to the emperor are rejected. 
See Diarmaid MacCulloch, Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years (New York: Penguin 
Books, 2009), 157.   
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and the effective symbols used in the rite itself (baptismal fonts for full water 
immersion, candles, oil, white garments, etc.), waned dramatically. By the late 
fourth and fifth centuries a theology of baptism developed, “weaving together 
various strands of New Testament and classic patristic theologies.”7 The 
involved process described in the Apostolic Tradition was greatly simplified. 
Since the Christian church was no longer under persecution, but instead 
enjoyed a certain official recognition, numbers grew. As McBrien notes, “the 
catechumenate also went into decline between the fourth and sixth centuries, 
losing its distinctive character as a step taken in faith.”8 Several reasons can 
be cited for this.  
First, the decline of the catechumenate came as a result of Rome’s 
conversion to Christianity under Constantine in the fourth century. The 
end of Christian persecutions marked the great influx of converts who wanted 
to be officially part of the new dispensation in the Constantinian church.  In 
its enthusiasm to welcome new members, the church was not always able to 
prepare candidates in as demanding a fashion as was customary.9   
Second, there was a shift in the understanding of baptism. The stress 
was now put on the metaphysical baptismal seal through performance of 
the rites more than on the necessary external conversion in faith.  With 
the relaxation of the catechumenate, baptism shifted from “a ritualization 
of a prior experience to a means of effecting that experience.”10 The rite 
ceased to be an expression of a conversion experience, and was staged to elicit 
that experience in the candidate by employing “highly theatrical features 
designed to produce an intense and lasting psychological impression on the 
candidates and to bring about a change in their lives.”11 What resulted in 
time was a predisposition to focus on the invisible, metaphysical baptismal 
seal bestowed by God through the performance of the rites, at the expense 
of the necessity of personal faith and the visible, external transformation of 
character demonstrated in the catechumenate.12  Consequently, the candidate 
was gradually becoming a passive recipient and not an active participant in 
the process.13 
7 McBrien, Catholicism, 812.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid., “Christian Initiation,” 604.
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Lastly, the conversion of Rome to Christianity eased the pressure among 
many to enter the Church as adults. This, coupled with Augustine’s teaching 
on original sin in the fifth century, calling for the necessity of faith and 
baptism to guarantee salvation, effectively made infants the normal candidates 
for baptism.14 Baptisms could not be delayed anymore: the faithful’s infants 
would not go to heaven should they die.15 This transition from adult to infant 
baptism effectively separated baptism from confirmation and the Eucharist.16 
What is lacking from a metaphysical baptismal understanding is the 
Apostolic Tradition’s stress on the process of personal conversion. This lack is 
also noted in the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults (RCIA) practiced 
today. Both stress the external emphasis on character and the indispensable 
involvement of the Church in the formation process as a necessary condition 
for the effectiveness of the sacrament.17  
In the Middle Ages, the now universal practice of infant baptism led 
to the complete end of adult baptism, except in cases of adult conversion. 
Reformers in the sixteenth century called Anabaptists, however, insisted 
on re-baptism (“ana”-baptism) for those baptized as infants, arguing that 
Christianity was an adult religion which demanded a “believer’s baptism” for 
those who want to be part of it.18  In response to the Anabaptist challenge, the 
Council of Trent (convened from 1545–63) reaffirmed the medieval practice 
of infant baptism more strongly than ever.19
To the Protestant charge that sacraments did not communicate grace but 
only promised it, “the Council of Trent insisted on the intrinsic grace-giving 
power of the sacraments.”20 While there is need for the proper disposition 
(faith) in celebrating the sacraments, the sacred rites possess “in themselves 
14 Ibid., 605.  The prevalent fear in the fifth century of failing to obtain salvation as a result 
of Augustine’s teaching on original sin, which called for the necessity of faith and baptism to 
affirm God’s grace to save, led to the widespread desire to baptize babies as soon as possible so that 
they would not risk dying unbaptized, and losing salvation forever.  See Bradshaw, “Christian 
Initiation,” 605. See also McBrien, Catholicism, 187.
15 Bradshaw, “Christian Initiation,” 605.
16 Ibid., 604–05.
17 Michael Demetrius H. Asis, Reimagining the Sacred: A Fresh Approach to Prayer, Liturgy 
and the Sacraments (Quezon City: Claretian Communications Foundation, Inc., 2012), 139. 
See also Edward H. Schillebeeckx, “The Sacraments: An Encounter with God,” Theology Digest 
(Spring 1960): 121.  
18 McBrien, Catholicism, 812.  Cf. Upton, “Baptism,” 79
19 Upton. “Baptism,” 79.
20 Bernard Cooke, “Sacraments,” in The New Dictionary of Sacramental Worship, 1118.
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a saving power that comes from the death of Christ.”21 When properly 
performed by a minister who has the fundamental intention of accomplishing 
the intention of the church, a sacrament has the power of communicating 
grace ex opera operato (“from the work done”).  When the essential elements of 
the rite are carried out, it possesses the intrinsic power of grace, not because of 
the personal faith of the recipient or the holiness of the minister, but because 
of the power of Christ who acts through it.22  Asis makes a further clarification 
regarding sacramental efficacy:    
A classical Tridentine understanding of sacramental efficacy indicates that, aside 
from administering the sacrament according to the intention of the Church, the 
minimum required for its efficacy demands that no obstacle is placed before its 
proper reception.  This was ordinarily taken to mean that a recipient must be in 
a state of grace (not in a state of mortal sin) before receiving the sacrament. Such 
constitutes the “proper disposition” required for a celebration of the sacrament.  
But for adults, on the one hand, “placing no obstacle” certainly means much 
more than avoiding mortal sin before receiving the sacrament.  It means an 
active faith. “The interior religious state of one who receives a sacrament,” 
Schillebeeckx explains, “is not merely a disposition that exists prior to or apart 
from the sacrament; it enters into the very nature of the fruitful sacrament”  One 
may, therefore, celebrate a sacrament validly, that is, if it is done according to 
the intention of the Church and if no obstacle is placed through sin, but only 
by an active faith does the recipient effectively, i.e., meaningfully and fruitfully, 
celebrate the sacrament. The obvious condition of infants, on the other hand, 
does indeed place no obstacle for a reception of the sacrament. The Tridentine 
teaching on sacramental efficacy, which appears to suggest that placing no 
obstacle simply meant avoiding mortal sin for the celebration of a sacrament, 
was intended to address both adult and infant baptisms in a single formula.23
Unfortunately, a phrase (ex opere operato) which simply affirms the 
intrinsic power of divine grace has often been taken to mean that sacraments 
work their grace automatically, independent of the personal dispositions of 
the recipients.  Clearly, this was not the intended interpretation of Trent 
regarding sacramental efficacy.24 A complementary Tridentine principle never 
given equal emphasis is that sacraments work ex opere operantis (from the 
21 Cooke, “Sacraments,” 1118. Italics in the original.
22 McBrien, Catholicism, 1239.  Cf. Cooke, “Sacraments,” 1119.
23 Asis, Reimagining the Sacred, 139.  Cf. Schillebeeckx, “The Sacraments: An Encounter 
with God,” 121.    
24 Cooke, “Sacraments,” 1119.
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work of the worker). This affirms that grace is communicated and received 
not only through the prayer of the Church, but necessarily by the personal 
dispositions of faith and holiness by both recipients and ministers.25 This 
second Tridentine principle guarantees not only canonical validity but more 
importantly personal fruitfulness and effectiveness of sacraments.
 Nothing much changed in terms of official sacramental teaching or 
popular sacramental practice between the Council of Trent and Vatican II 
(1962–65).  In fact, the word “faith” never appears in the sixteen lessons on 
the sacraments in the 1947 catechism.26  Of course, Vatican II did much to 
arouse a deepened interest in the role of sacramental liturgies in Christian 
life and to inspire a development of sacramental and liturgical theologies.27
Today, therefore, what prevents a more authentic experience of baptism 
as a process of genuine initiation is the mindset unwittingly encouraged by 
the Council of Trent’s statement on sacramental efficacy, which appeared 
to be concerned mainly with how administering a rite can be canonically 
valid.  Several historical developments have certainly helped in shaping this 
pervasive outlook: the institutionalization of the early church, Augustinian 
theology, the shift to infant baptism, the increased focus on the ritual, and 
the Council of Trent’s stress on the efficacy of ritual, have all culminated in a 
preoccupation on canonical validity to the neglect of the necessary personal 
commitment to faith and its transformation of the individual. Ultimately, 
this metaphysical understanding does not “reflect on how the rite could be a 
humanly satisfying, word-enlightened experience of the work of salvation.”28 
It is critical to point out the inadequacies of understanding “sacrament” 
as merely being effected through its canonical ritual.  Sadly, this limited 
understanding has become entrenched in Catholic consciousness.  This 
mentality has continued to maintain a legalistic approach to sacramental 
life that ignores its very spirit (i.e., a ritual encounter with Christ in faith). 
Sacraments have thus often been understood as mere vehicles of grace that 
can be administered in exactly the same way again and again so long as the 
25 McBrien, Catholicism, 1239.
26 Ibid.
27 Cooke, “Sacraments,” 1119.  See also “Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy,” no. 2 in The 
Documents of Vatican II, ed. Walter M. Abbott (New York: Guild Press, 1966), hereafter cited as 
SC—from the original title in Latin Sacrosanctum concilium.
28 Liam Walsh, Sacraments of Initiation (Chicago and Mundelein, IL: Hillenbrand Books, 
2011), 109–10.
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minimum requirements are fulfilled.29  What is lost in this approach is the 
necessity of faith in the minister and candidate to facilitate the sacrament, 
and also an appreciation of sacraments as possible vehicles of grace to actively 
change individuals and enrich their lives in faith.  
This situation is due to the tendency among ecclesiastical writers since 
the Middle Ages to discuss sacraments not in personal terms but primarily in 
abstract and metaphysical terms.30  Chauvet, writing on sacramental efficacy, 
remarks, “The insistence on the objective efficacy of the sacraments is done 
at the expense of the concrete existential subjects, who are not taken into 
account.”31  The focus has been on the metaphysical grace transferred through 
the ritual act of baptism, a focus which has neglected the physical and spiritual 
presence of the individual recipient of the sacrament.
This metaphysical sacramental understanding does give the basis for the 
practice of baptizing infants. This is necessary since their salvation is effected 
more by divine grace than their actual personal active faith.32  But it does give 
the impression that infant baptism, since it has already objectively won the 
salvation and forgiveness of sins for us by divine grace, is a sufficient basis 
for salvation. Sadly, this limited understanding removes the responsibility for 
Christian adults to engage in an active life of justice and faith. 
The “ lega l i s t ic  approach ” ha s  been cr it ic i zed a s  reducing 
sacramental celebration to form: canonically valid, but not necessarily 
existentially effective.33
A minimalist understanding of the sacraments, while holding the 
advantage of clarity, inclines towards a rather metaphysical understanding that 
makes the efficacious bestowal of grace on the life of the individual the chief 
consideration in any understanding of “sacrament.”34 It does not provide an 
opportunity for one to engage in a life of grace. The Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, for instance, defines sacraments as efficacious signs of grace, symbolic 
29 See Asis, Reimagining the Sacred, 107.  Cf. Joseph Martos, “Opening a Door to the Sacred 
20 Years Later,” Ministry and Liturgy, April 2002, 9–10.    
30 Asis, Reimagining the Sacred, 106.
31 Louis-Marie Chauvet, The Sacraments, trans.  Madeleine Beaumont (Collegeville: The 
Liturgical Press, 2001), xv.  
32 However, we say that infant candidates for baptism are baptized into the faith of the 
Church, and are represented by their parents who make an act of faith, i.e., they request for and 
accept baptism on behalf of their children. 
33 Asis, Reimagining the Sacred, 139.  See also Schillebeeckx, “The Sacraments: An Encounter 
with God,” 121.  
34 David N. Power, “The Sacraments in the Catechism,” in The Universal Catechism Reader, 
ed. Thomas J. Reese (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1990), 111. 
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actions entrusted to the Church through which the divine life is bestowed.35 
Peter E. Fink exemplifies all this established critique of the inadequate ecclesial 
context of the sacraments according to the official catechism.  He observes 
that what is completely missing is the view of sacraments as ecclesial actions 
by which the Church expresses and manifests its nature as Church,36 even 
when the definition does acknowledge that “[sacraments] bear fruit in those 
who receive them with the right attitude and in the right spirit.”37  Certainly, 
“right attitude and right spirit” presume one’s not only being in a “state of 
grace,” but also ultimately being in solidarity with the community in all its 
life and affairs.  Surely, our ongoing formation in faith is accomplished in, 
by, and for the Church.  To ignore the ecclesial orientation of all sacramental 
worship by describing the laity as “mere recipients” of sacramental grace 
is a regression from Vatican II’s more participatory liturgical and ecclesial 
vision.38  The ecclesial aspect of Christian worship is consistent with the idea, 
for instance, that through baptismal initiation, the baptized community finds 
the occasion not only to be involved in the formation of the candidates, but 
to renew and deepen its own baptismal faith.  The sacrament of baptism is not 
simply a vehicle of grace to the baptized individual, nor is the Church simply 
a place where baptism and the other sacraments take place.  Sacraments are 
ritual actions of the faithful to express itself as Church.39  
CHRISTIAN INITIATION FOR BAPTIZED CHRISTIANS 
TODAY: PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
The inadequate understanding of sacramental efficacy in the West is 
exemplified in the Filipino understanding and practice of the sacraments. 
Baptism is a highly regarded sacred ritual among Filipinos. It is also one of the 
more popular social occasions in Philippine society, one that underlines the 
importance Filipinos place on family and children. However, there is disparity 
between the authentic theology of baptism, as a call to a new life in Christ, 
35 See CCC, no. 1131.  
36 Peter E. Fink, “The Liturgy and Eucharist in the Catechism,” in The Universal Catechism 
Reader, ed. Thomas J. Reese (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1990), 100.  Cf. SC, no. 2.
37 Ibid.
38 Fink, “The Liturgy and Eucharist in the Catechism,” 98.  See SC, no. 7.
39 Fink, “The Liturgy and Eucharist in the Catechism,” 100.  See SC, no. 2.
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and the actual way by which the sacrament is understood and practiced in 
the Philippines today. 
First, instead of religious instruction for parents and godparents, the 
immediate family is preoccupied with meal preparations and selecting 
godparents.40 Thus, “baptism is reduced to what may be considered as the 
Church equivalent of a civil registration, much like securing a birth certificate 
as proof of Filipino citizenship.”41  The result is that many baptized Filipinos 
become Catholic more in name than in practice, a condition termed as 
nominal Catholicism.42 
Another cause of the lack of necessary religious instruction prior to 
baptism is the imbalance between the sheer number of children to be baptized 
and the number of available ministers.43  Aggravating the problem is the 
lack of adequately trained lay catechetical staff.  This concern is particularly 
important with regard to presacramental baptismal catechesis since it demands 
a more accurate and “deeper understanding of the Faith than the ordinary 
catechist already possesses.”44 
It appears that the greatest need is to help Filipino Catholics better 
understand the sacraments, to encourage more participation not only in 
the baptismal rite but also in those other sacraments that nurture Christian 
life.45  A deeper, more personal, and more active worship life may be achieved 
when a sustained effort at ongoing catechetical education is in place at the 
parish, particularly at the level of the Basic Ecclesial Community (BEC).  The 
responsibility for this continuing catechetical effort should be placed squarely 
on the shoulders of people tasked with the basic formation of the youth and 
young adults: parents, godparents, and sponsors.46 However, they need the 
support of trained catechetical staff. 
Unique to my proposal are five topics that need to be highlighted by 
the liturgical instructor in any actual content presentation on baptism.  These 
topics are either not emphasized or not mentioned at all in many prebaptismal 
seminars, but they need to be stressed since they approximate the most 
important elements of the ancient initiation process in the Apostolic Tradition. 
These five topics are: (1) Christ’s baptism as confirmation of his identity and 
40 Fink, “The Liturgy and Eucharist in the Catechism,” 47–48.  See CFC, no. 1587. 
41 Asis, Reimagining the Sacred, 48.
42 Ibid. CFC, no. 1588.
43 See PCP II, Decrees, Art. no. 10 regarding pre-sacramental directives.
44 Asis, Reimagining the Sacred, 48.  See NCDP, no. 361.
45 See SC, no. 59.  See also Asis, Reimagining the Sacred, 49.
46 Asis, Reimagining the Sacred, 49.  
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call to inaugurate the Kingdom of God; (2) Christ as the truly “baptized one,” 
who is “deeply immersed” in God, including an explanation of how this fact 
is actually replicated and lived out in the faith of the family who represent the 
child in infant baptisms; (3) the refocusing from water washing away original 
sin to the Holy Spirit freeing us from sin; (4) water’s life-sustaining and 
destructive qualities recounted in Exodus 14, which adequately symbolizes 
Christ’s passage from death to life, and our own participation in his paschal 
mystery; (5) baptism into Christ as baptism into his body, the Church, since 
the struggle with our individual sins and the sins of the world is always a 
collective task, in view and in fulfillment of Christ’s threefold mission as 
prophet, priest, and king, to further God’s Reign in the world.
First, the sacrament of baptism recalls the baptism of Christ by John in 
the river Jordan (Mt 3:13–17; Mk 1:9–11; Jn 1:32–34).  This event signifies 
the affirmation of Jesus as God’s “beloved” in whom the divine favor rests 
(Mt 3:17; Mk 1:11).  The instructor can then point out that this confirmation 
of Christ gave him a deep sense of his identity, uniquely related to God his 
Abba in a profoundly special way.  This divine endorsement prepared Jesus 
for mission; it equipped him with the knowledge that he was “set apart” 
from the rest of humanity to fulfill a special mission from his Father: the 
mission of inaugurating God’s reign on earth.  This is a point lost in much 
of baptismal catechesis today.  What is often communicated is that baptism 
simply empowers us to become children of God.  While there is routine 
mention of the baptized’s participation in the threefold mission of Christ (as 
prophet, priest, king), there is no emphasis given to the unique identity that 
baptism affords the candidate. This unique identity should be a source of 
profound self-affirmation, and a source of strength and deep inspiration as 
the baptized go about their mission as Christians in the world.
Second, the main element in baptism is water.  Instruction should be able 
to explain the many deep meanings this primary element holds in relation to 
our lives as Christians.  The first point to emphasize is that Christ is the truly 
“‘baptized one’—completely immersed in God, his Father, whose presence 
completely and perfectly fills Christ’s humanity.”47  This underlines the very 
important point that a baptized Christian also requires a “deep immersion” 
in God.  Personal conversion marks the ancient baptismal rite, but today’s 
situation is radically different.  The general practice is infant baptism, and only 
47 Episcopal Commission on Catechesis and Catholic Education (ECCCE), Catechism for 
Filipino Catholics, nos. 1604, 1606, new ed., enl. (Manila: Word & Life Publications, 1997), 
hereafter cited as CFC with paragraph number.
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adults who have been converted to Christianity are baptized on Easter Sunday. 
Undeniably, in infant baptism, we hold that the baby is being baptized into 
the “faith of the Church,” and that it is the infant’s family who responds in 
faith during the actual sacramental rite. The involvement of the family in the 
rite is crucial.  The family represents the Church community, requesting on 
behalf of the child for admission into Christ’s body of believers. Prebaptismal 
instruction should explain the demands of “deep immersion in God.”  Family 
members should be asked about their own personal relationship with God: 
Does this relationship exist in the first place? Do they simply identify with 
the many who consider themselves “nominal Catholics,” Catholics in name 
and not in life?  Do they consider themselves qualified to represent the faith 
of the child by their presence in the preparation and the rite itself, and by 
asserting their own faith-commitment in Christ and the values he represents 
(i.e., deep faith in God, the witness of a virtuous life, and  a preferential 
care for the poor and marginalized)?  These questions are rarely asked 
during the usual twenty-minute prebaptismal instructions. In the absence 
of a prebaptismal instruction, these questions are also rarely asked during 
the homily itself in the baptismal rite.  However, these questions, and the 
communal celebration of the baptismal rite itself, could afford the family and 
the believing community an opportunity to reaffirm their faith, and recommit 
themselves to Christ. The mere pouring of a little water on the candidate’s 
forehead dramatically diminishes the powerful symbol that “immersion in 
water” brings.  Immersion in water signifies the radical “plunging into” the 
depths of Christ’s life, suffering, death, and, rising to life, and the change 
effected by it.  Pouring water on the forehead does nothing but reinforce the 
centuries-old mindset that baptism simply automatically, almost magically, 
washes away sin.
Third, the image of “deep immersion” in God, then, refocuses the 
baptismal objective from water “washing away original sin” to “water 
symbolizing and effecting a cleansing from all sin and rebirth to new life 
in the Spirit.”48  Deep immersion in God as represented by Christ’s life is 
a recognition of the Holy Spirit’s presence in him, “descending on him 
like a dove” (Mk 1:10; also in Mt 3:16 and Jn 1:32).49  Original sin is no 
“black mark” on the soul to be washed away by the baptismal water.  This 
is a misconception ingrained in the Filipino religious consciousness that is 
admittedly very difficult to correct.  Liturgical education must insist that 
48 CFC, no. 1602; CCC, no. 1263.
49 Biblical passages are taken from the New International Version.
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“it is the Holy Spirit that frees us from sin.”50  To overcome sin in our lives 
and the sinful condition into which we are all born require our oneness with 
Christ in whom the Holy Spirit dwells by his special relationship with God. 
By becoming more and more like Christ, in other words, we become more 
and more centered on others, and increasingly less centered on ourselves (sin). 
This requires a lifelong commitment and a reliance on the life of the Spirit 
within us.  God “saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the 
Holy Spirit” (Ti 3:5).  Again, pouring water on the forehead as instrumental 
for “washing away” sin shifts the focus from a union with Christ in the Spirit 
and a lifelong commitment to the “magical” properties of baptismal water and 
a belief in a once-only cleansing from sin.  To overcome sin, however, is to live 
in and by the Spirit of Christ, the Holy Spirit.  Baptism does wash away sin, 
but not in some mystical fashion.  It washes away sin because baptism signifies 
the coming of the Holy Spirit, which overshadows us so that throughout our 
lives we may confront all evil and sin in our lives and in the world.
Fourth, “deep immersion” in water reminds us of water’s ambivalent 
quality, that is it is both life-giving and destructive.  Liturgical instruction, 
then, should effectively explain the meaning of the baptismal symbols, 
primarily water.  Water as drink means life; water as flood means death. 
Certainly this point is not lost in the iconic image of the Exodus deliverance 
through the water of the Red Sea (Ex 14:1–31).  The ambivalent quality of 
water, especially in the image of Exodus 14, may be used to explain a common 
theme in scripture: the passage from death to life (Is 26:19–21; Ez 37:1–14; 
Dn 12:2–3; Eph 2:1–6; 1 Jn 3:14; Jn 5:24; Jn 11:25–26).  This ancient image 
of “passage from the old to the new” is lost when water is merely poured on the 
infant’s forehead to signify the “washing away of original sin.”   The symbol 
obviously fails to demonstrate and recover the powerful reality of “passage 
from death to life,” and of one’s union with Christ, particularly in his “passage 
from death to resurrection” (1 Cor 15:3–5).  Generally, prebaptism instruction 
stresses the second, positive, aspect of rising from water, and neglects the more 
somber aspect of dying with Christ through submersion in water.51  The 
font recalls the ancient baptismal fonts where full baptismal immersion was 
possible.  Often shaped in the form of the cross, the baptismal font usually 
has three steps leading down to symbolize the Trinity.  Descent into the 
50 CFC, no. 1602.
51 In our 1996 course on Sacraments of Initiation, the late Father Jim Meehan, SJ, brought 
us all to Mary the Queen Parish in Greenhills and showed us the baptistery containing what was 
perhaps the last existing baptismal font in the Philippines where full immersions could be done.
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fontal waters signifies being “buried with [Christ] through baptism into 
death” (Rom 6:4).  The destructiveness of water is recalled by the experience 
of submersion, a drowning of the old self of sin, whereas the ascent from 
the water signifies our being raised, “just as Christ was raised from the dead 
through the glory of the Father, [that] we too may live a new life” (Rom 6:4). 
Both death and life are required then to “count [ourselves] dead to sin but 
alive to God in Christ Jesus” (Rom 6:11).  Union with Christ, therefore, 
means taking on his entire life in us, that is, a life of constant outpouring 
of self for others, which reached its summit in the sacrifice of his own life. 
This paschal pilgrimage is at the heart of the Christian life, the rhythm of 
the Christian commitment, where the way to life is death to self.  While 
baptismal fonts of this kind may do well to recover the ancient Church’s 
baptismal practice, admittedly, much financial resources and planning are 
needed to redesign actual church structures to accommodate the construction 
of baptismal fonts that capture and recover the essence of ancient baptismal 
rituals that effectively signify the baptized’s paschal journey with Christ in the 
company of the baptized community.
Finally, to be “deeply immersed” in the life, death, and resurrection of 
Christ is to be “deeply immersed” in the life of the Church, Christ’s body 
of faithful but imperfect believers.  Our struggle with sin is never a lonely 
struggle, a fight we get into alone.  Liturgical instruction cannot emphasize 
this enough.  We need the support of the faith community when we wrestle 
with our personal sins and society’s more structural sins.  The ancient Church 
often had to witness to their faith in Christ in the midst of persecution and 
rejection (Mt 5:12; Jn 15:18, 20; Rom 8:35; 1 Cor 4:12; 2 Cor 12:10; 2 Tm 
3:12).  That is why they had to stay together, finding support, encouragement, 
and strength in one another.  
In classroom instruction, one can always emphasize that the Church 
exists for sinners, not saints, and that baptism, like any other sacrament, “is 
not something just passively received.”52  It demands an active living out of the 
baptismal vows throughout the baptized’s life of faith.53  Personal conversion 
is not magically produced by the sacrament.  “Baptism [merely] offers the 
initial grace, a new relationship with Christ in the Spirit, within the Christian 
community,”54 but its lasting effectivity depends on the baptized’s continuing 
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cooperation in faith with God.55  Like any other sacrament, baptism is a gift 
as well as a process.  Paul writes to the Ephesians:
You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old 
self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the 
attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in 
true righteousness and holiness (Eph 4:22–24).
And to the Hebrews, he exhorts:
Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. 
And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on 
Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. (Heb 12:1–2).
The Church is always Christ’s body where ideally we should find healing, 
forgiveness, inspiration, and restoration.  In witness to Christ’s cause of 
furthering the reign of God in the world, the Church community’s mission 
is to share in Christ’s prophetic, priestly, and kingly functions: prophetic 
function is to always read the “signs of the times” and interpret them in 
light of the Gospel; priestly function is to live a life of holiness through 
prayer and the Church liturgy; and kingly function is to live a faith that 
does justice and gives service to the poor and disadvantaged.56  While the 
RCIA has recovered much of the ecclesial dimension of baptism, still the 
general understanding and practice of baptism in the Philippines incline 
toward a rather individualistic and privatistic living out of the sacrament. 
This is true not only for baptism, but for all the sacraments.  The exodus of 
many Catholics to so-called “born-again,” evangelical churches indicates a 
yearning for a more personally meaningful baptismal experience where the 
sacrament comes as a result of a personally chosen faith, rather than one that 
is imposed by virtue of one’s birth into a Catholic family.  Like any other 
sacrament, baptism marks the beginning, not the end, of a Christian’s journey 
in the world.
PRACTICAL CONCERNS
There are special cases that call for special steps.  The pastoral worker 
rarely has that ideal candidate for initiation, that is, the committed adult 
55 Ibid.
56 Ibid., no. 1608.
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who is the theologian’s usual subject of reflection.57  Other factors that the 
pastoral worker, catechist, liturgist, or pastor needs to consider include the 
age of the candidate, the sequence, and time-interval between the different 
sacraments.58  Is the sacrament yet to be received?   Was the sacrament already 
received?  If the sacrament is yet to be received, as is frequent with infants, 
instruction must focus on the immediate family.  On the parish level, a 
baptismal catechetical program must be in place for families (parents and 
godparents) of infant candidates.  This program must be designed to last at 
least two days to thoroughly address and process the faith situation of the 
family.  Baptismal instruction which takes place only during the homily of 
the actual baptismal ritual (fifteen minutes, at most) is obviously not enough 
to communicate all the fundamental ideas that need to be stressed in the 
sacrament, including the time needed for these ideas to be reflected on and 
interiorized.  If the sacrament has already been received, instruction must 
focus on gratitude toward and reaffirmation of the gifts received in baptism 
and anticipation for the next initiation sacrament; Eucharist or confirmation, 
whichever comes first.  The intricacies that may present themselves appeal for 
a keen sense of the dynamic relationship between the initiation sacraments.59 
Bradshaw believes there are three categories of candidates that present 
special problems.60  First are those who have been fully initiated already, 
but have completely failed to gain a genuine spiritual conversion in their 
lives. In many ways they are not unlike those who have never received any 
of the sacraments.  However, to allow their reentry into a baptismal process 
together with the regular catechumens may confuse the initial experience 
of conversion with the ongoing renewal of faith which is expected of all 
Christians.  A well thought-out reconciliation liturgy may respond to the 
needs of this specific group, revitalizing their understanding of their baptism 
and centering on “the process of recognition, reformation, and reconciliation 
which characterized it in” ancient times.61  This revitalized reconciliation 
liturgy can be the culminating event of a spiritual retreat of two to three 
days, where the candidates are recognized as potential future members of the 
community.  It could encourage an experience of conversion and reformation 
through prayerful meditation and reflection on input given by the retreat 
57 Walsh, Sacraments of Initiation, 390.
58 Ibid.
59 Ibid.
60 Bradshaw, “Christian Initiation,” 609.
61 Ibid., 609–10.
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facilitators.  In addition, the candidates could be encouraged to share their 
religious experiences with the other candidates, and finally welcomed to, 
or reconciled with the community.  This may constitute an appropriate 
preparation for this group, to provide a deeper appreciation of and existential 
encounter with the mysteries of faith attached to the baptismal sacrament.
Second are those who have already been baptized, like most children, 
but have not been confirmed, and have not received communion.  Since 
their initiation was incomplete, they may be included appropriately in certain 
parts, process and rites of the RCIA.  Additional, optional rites may be 
provided for this group.  Their numbers, however, should not interfere with 
the distinctive character of the RCIA as centered on baptism.  There must be 
a clear distinction between how baptism is celebrated for these incompletely 
initiated candidates and the catechumens who are in fact being baptized.62 
Walsh describes the catechetical requisites for this particular group.  It is 
worth quoting at length his explanations:
When children who have reached the age of discretion are being fully initiated 
(RCIA, Part II, nn. 242–306 1306–3691), the catechetical requirements for 
maintaining the unity of initiation will be the same as for adults, although there 
will be obvious pedagogical adjustments.  When children have already been 
baptized in infancy the catechesis of initiation will be directed to confirmation.  
The theological concern would be that this catechesis should also be a 
retrospective catechesis of baptism.  It is being given at the stage of life during 
which the promises made on behalf of the child at baptism have to be put to it 
clearly and a personal acceptance of baptism included in the acceptance of  
confirmation.  The catechesis will also need to make it clear how the Eucharist 
completes initiation and will prepare the one being confirmed to enter fully 
into the mystery of the Eucharist.  However, account has to be taken of the fact 
that in the common practice of the Latin Church the first catechesis of those 
baptized in infancy will not be preparing them for confirmation but for their 
first eucharistic communion.  Theology is bound to point out the anomalies 
of this practice.  It cannot but encourage pastoral choices to change it, by 
having children confirmed before their First Communion.  Where the common 
practice is maintained, theology will at least urge that the catechesis for First 
Communion includes a retrospective catechesis of baptism and inculcates a 
sense of and desire for confirmation.63
62 Ibid., 610.
63 Walsh, Sacraments of Initiation, 390–91.
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Here in the Philippines, the common sequence of baptism-communion-
confirmation is maintained.  The ideal is certainly to preserve the original, 
logical sequence of baptism-confirmation-communion which accounts for 
the candidate’s gradual initiation into the Christian community.  Should 
confirmation, then, be given at a much later age than the current practice of 
giving it to candidates aged twelve?  This would necessitate that Eucharist to be 
given then after confirmation, at an age later than twelve years old.  At the age 
of twelve, children are not yet disposed or prepared to be mature Christians. 
Giving confirmation at a much later age, fifteen or sixteen, is just about the 
right time to expect from these candidates a more mature appreciation of 
the baptismal gifts and a ratification of these gifts in confirmation.  This 
will certainly further delay the receiving of communion, but it is done to 
discourage a nominal form of Catholicism, where sacraments are merely 
“received,” but never understood, interiorized, and lived out in daily life. 
In Walsh’s strong recommendation above, the presacramental catechesis 
will need to make it clear how the Eucharist completes initiation.  The 
catechetical instruction will also prepare the one being confirmed to enter fully 
into the mystery of the Eucharist. The pastoral worker, in other words, needs 
to develop the understanding through training to make the Eucharist the core 
of all sacramental instruction.  The Eucharist needs to be understood and 
appreciated in relation to the initial baptismal conversion, and confirmation 
needs to be understood as the deepening and strengthening of this baptismal 
experience in preparation for Eucharist.  Conversely, everything taught about 
the baptismal call, and the candidates’ commissioning in confirmation, must 
look forward to the “self-donation with and for others” that is the Eucharist, 
and the eternal life in the Kingdom it anticipates and sacramentalizes.64  If 
baptism is the first stage of initiation, marking the experience of conversion, 
and confirmation is the completion of baptism in the sense that the baptismal 
promises are ratified by the candidate, then the Eucharist marks the candidate’s 
full initiation and entry into Christ’s body, the Church, where the candidate 
receives the body of Christ in communion to signify and bring about this 
profound union with Christ through his body, the Church.
Finally, there is the group who have been baptized as non-Catholics, but 
are seeking admission into the Church.  A separate baptismal catechetical 
program patterned after the RCIA period for the catechumenate can be used 
in these cases.  However, the preparation of these often adult candidates should 
be mindful of the rich traditions of the non-Catholic churches, particularly 
64 Ibid., 391.
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their commitment to the written Word of God in scripture.  There are no 
hard-and-fast rules for these candidates, but each case will have to be studied 
to discern which part of the initiatory process is appropriate for them.65
Whatever the age of the candidates, a constant reflection on the initiation 
sacraments is necessary “looking at the past type of catechetical instruction,” 
and a willingness to adapt them pastorally to best suit the individual 
candidate’s understanding and situation.  The liturgical year provides a 
framework: a catechumenate experience during Lent and a reenactment of 
the baptismal experience during the Easter vigil; it recalls confirmation by 
extending the giving of the Spirit at Easter into the Pentecost celebration.  The 
post-Easter liturgy offers a context for a “retrospective, mystagogical catechesis 
of initiation.”  At the center of the liturgical year is the Easter Eucharist, 
which reenacts a vivid elaboration on Holy Thursday and Good Friday.  This 
offers a catechesis of how the Eucharist perfects our baptism in Christ and 
confirmation in the Spirit by fully initiating us into the Spirit-filled Body of 
Christ.  The Eucharist then becomes the sacramental source and summit of 
all Christin life.66
CONCLUSION
Baptism remains the primary religious experience of the sacred because 
it is a ritual through which we gain entry into a community that proclaims 
a sacred meaning to life, opening the way to experiences of the divine in 
childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. This is the sequence of initiation 
into the community of believers that the early church followed through the 
rituals described in the Didache (AD 100) and especially in the Apostolic 
Tradition (AD 225). For those who attend baptismal ceremonies today, 
particularly the parents, sponsors, guests, and witnesses, the ritual may well 
disclose dimensions of their faith that at times remain hidden, and can also 
deepen their sense of commitment through their active engagement in it.67 
Sadly, however, baptism has often been understood and practiced bereft of any 
genuine understanding of its meaning and mission. Instead, the popular belief 
is that baptism, like any other sacrament, works by giving grace automatically, 
65 Bradshaw, “Christian Initiation,” 610.
66 Walsh, Sacraments of Initiation, 391.  See also “Dogmatic Constitution on the Church,” 
no. 11 in The Documents of Vatican II.  Cf. CCC, no. 1324. 
67 Martos, “Doors to the Sacred,” 206.
103
Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia 6.1 (2016): 84–106 
independent of the recipient’s or minister’s personal faith and holiness. This 
misunderstanding came about partly through the Council of Trent’s emphasis 
on “washing away” sin—an emphasis widespread in the Philippines today. 
What should complete our understanding that sacraments offer grace ex 
opera operato (through the work done), making them canonically valid, is 
the complementary adage that sacraments work ex opera operantis (through 
the work of the worker), making them personally effective. It urgently needs 
to be taught to those preparing for baptism, and for those preparing to have 
their children baptized, that sacraments communicate grace not only by the 
intention and prayer of the Church, but also, and necessarily, by the personal 
faith and disposition of both recipient (including parents and godparents) 
and minister.68 
Amid the challenges of secularization, moral relativism, or inadequate 
religious instruction in the Philippines today, the task of the religious educator 
is to help the faithful understand and interiorize the values and virtues being 
demanded of us in baptism.  Based on this basic theological premise, liturgical 
instruction must be able to underscore the following:
First, the baptismal rite is baptism or “immersion in Christ,” which 
signifies our complete interiorizing of and taking on the life of Christ, 
understanding and participating in his distinctive identity and call to be a 
“beloved Son of God,” tasked with making the kingdom of God a reality in 
the world.
Second, baptism not only signifies and communicates grace.  It reveals 
something fundamental about the Church.69  Baptism makes us one with 
Christ in his paschal mystery within the Spirit-filled community, through 
which we overcome sin and evil in our lives, since it is in being like Christ, the 
truly “baptized one” who is fully immersed in his Father’s love, and supported 
by the Church, that we successfully struggle against sin and evil in the world.70 
The more we become like Christ, the less we become centered on ourselves.
In baptism, the Church reveals itself to itself and to rest of humanity 
principally as the body of Christ, a community of Christ’s faithful yet 
imperfect disciples in need of constant purification; and only secondarily, 
as an institutional structure.71  Our saving solidarity with Christ’s paschal 
mystery, our being at once both a forgiving community and a community in 
68 McBrien, Catholicism, 1239.
69 Ibid., 815.
70 CFC, nos. 1602–03. 
71 McBrien, Catholicism, 816.
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need of forgiveness, and our baptizing and being baptized “by water and the 
Spirit,” anoint us as a “holy people . . . [marked] with the chrism of salvation,” 
to be like Christ—prophet, priest, and king unto “everlasting life.”72
Third, our baptism, like Christ’s, inaugurates us into mission for the sake 
of the community, both the Church and the entire human family (Mt 3:13–
17; Lk 3:21–22).73  Our baptism empowers us to participate in Christ’s own 
baptism, which is a baptism affirming our identity, in solidarity with sinful 
humanity, and initiating us into mission in the Church and in the world.74
Paul’s Letter to the Romans captures well the idea of baptism as death to 
an old way of life, and rebirth into a new life:
 We are those who have died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?  Or 
don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized 
into his death?  We were therefore buried with him through baptism into 
death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory 
of the Father, we too may live a new life.   For if we have been united with him 
in a death like his, we will certainly also be united with him in a resurrection 
like his.  For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body 
ruled by sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to 
sin—because anyone who has died has been set free from sin.  Now if we died 
with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him.  For we know that since 
Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has 
mastery over him.  The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life 
he lives, he lives for God.  In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but 
alive to God in Christ Jesus.  Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body 
so that you obey its evil desires.  Do not offer any part of yourself to sin as an 
instrument of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God as those who have 
been brought from death to life; and offer every part of yourself to him as an 
instrument of righteousness.  For sin shall no longer be your master, because 
you are not under the law, but under grace (Rom 6:1–14).
This brief study offers the theology necessary to revitalize and renew the 
baptized faithful of the Philippine church.  It expresses the call to live a life 
of holiness through baptism in Christ, by immersing ourselves in his death 
and resurrection, and by actively engaging in his mission to bring about the 
reign of God. Catechizing the faithful in their baptismal responsibilities and 
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the Church in the Philippines, but it will be a step towards cooperating with 
and activating the grace that is bestowed through baptism.   
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